New trends in insomnia management.
Pharmacological management of insomnia is continually evolving. The introduction of non-benzodiazepine benzodiazepine receptor agonist hypnotics provides an opportunity to understand different patterns of pharmacological activity with mechanistic differences in receptor activity. The impact of insomnia on daytime functioning and long-term health and socioeconomic status has been recognized. Epidemiological studies indicate that insomnia is associated with increased absenteeism and healthcare costs (although the latter appear to be partly attributable to comorbid depression). It will thus be important to determine whether hypnotics, in addition to their effects on sleep, provide other benefits for the patient that are related to these parameters. The successful resolution of this issue will require the adoption of additional outcome measures, such as effects on quality of life and healthcare costs. Recognition that long-term hypnotic use is widespread among insomniacs has prompted proposals for alternative prescribing patterns. Although certain hypnotics appear to be free of tolerance on prolonged use, caution is required in the long-term use of any hypnotic because of the lack of systematic data on chronic efficacy and safety. Therefore, alternative administration schedules (e.g. intermittent and 'as required') are being investigated. These may have very different consequences in terms of abuse liability and patients' perceptions of efficacy, and thus permit a more effective and appropriate use of this drug class.